Harvesting and Preparing Drosophila Embryos for Electrophysiological Recording and Other Procedures by Featherstone, David E. et al.
Video Article
Harvesting and Preparing Drosophila Embryos for Electrophysiological Recording
and Other Procedures
David E. Featherstone1, Kaiyun Chen1, Kendal Broadie2
1Department of Biological Sciences, University of Illinois at Chicago
2Department of Biological Sciences, Vanderbilt University
Correspondence to: David E. Featherstone at def@uic.edu
URL: http://www.jove.com/index/Details.stp?ID=1347
DOI: 10.3791/1347
Citation: Featherstone D.E., Chen K., Broadie K. (2009). Harvesting and Preparing Drosophila Embryos for Electrophysiological Recording and Other Procedures. JoVE. 27.
http://www.jove.com/index/Details.stp?ID=1347, doi: 10.3791/1347
Abstract
Drosophila is a premier genetic model for the study of both embryonic development and functional neuroscience. Traditionally, these fields are quite
isolated from each other, with largely independent histories and scientific communities. However, the interface between these usually disparate
fields is the developmental programs underlying acquisition of functional electrical signaling properties and differentiation of functional chemical
synapses during the final phases of neural circuit formation. This interface is a critically important area for investigation. In Drosophila, these phases
of functional development occur during a period of <8 hours (at 25°C) during the last third of embryogenesis. This late developmental period was
long considered intractable to investigation owing to the deposition of a tough, impermeable epidermal cuticle. A breakthrough advance was the
application of water-polymerizing surgical glue that can be locally applied to the cuticle to enable controlled dissection of late-stage embryos. With a
dorsal longitudinal incision, the embryo can be laid flat, exposing the ventral nerve cord and body wall musculature to experimental investigation.
This system has been heavily used to isolate and characterize genetic mutants that impair embryonic synapse formation, and thus reveal the
molecular mechanisms governing the specification and differentiation of synapse connections and functional synaptic signaling properties.
Protocol
Part 1: Equipment and Supplies
Part 2: Embryo Staging and Dissection
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1. A good dissection microscope is required for embryo dissections; 40X magnification is suggested, with 25X eye-pieces to maximally increase
magnification.
2. Fine forceps (number 5) are required for manual selection of embryos and devitellinization of embryos.
3. Equipment to make and modify fine glass needles is required. Pulled-glass needles are required for the dissection. We prefer solid glass for
dissection (last longer), but standard thick-walled glass tubing (outer diameter 1-1.5 mm) works as well. Some people use fine tungsten
needles, electrolyzed to the desired sharpness in a bath of 1M NaOH using a 10+ Amp autotransformer battery. Sharpened tungsten
dissection needles have the benefit that they are relatively resilient and long-lasting. Hollow glass needles (formed similar to patch clamp
electrodes) are attached to plastic tubing and used during dissection for suction and expulsion of saline, as well as the controlled delivery of
glue. A variety of glass pullers are available for manufacturing glass needles. Computer-programmed pullers can be preset to pull a variety of
shapes and sizes. The Brown-Flaming models (Sutter Instrument Co.) are widely favored. A compound microscope (20-40X objective) should
be available to inspect and modify electrodes prior to use.
4. Two types of solutions are commonly used to bath the embryonic tissues during dissection: 1) “standard” (Jan and Jan, 1976a) or “modified
standard” (Broadie, 2000) salines, based on solutions commonly used for recording in other invertebrate systems, and 2) “haemolymph-like”
(HL) salines (Stewart et al 1994), a compromise between the standard saline and the ionic concentrations measured in the Drosophila
haemolymph. It should be noted that none of these salines accurately mimic the chemical composition of haemolymph in vivo (Broadie,
2000). Standard saline contains (in mM): 135 NaCl, 5 KCl, 4 MgCl2, 1.8 CaCl2, 72 sucrose, 5 TES, pH 7.2. Experimenters may also want to
consider commercially prepared insect saline (e.g. Schneider’s Insect Media), which is unsuitable for electrophysiological recording but most
likely to protect the health of exposed tissues.
1. For optimal egg collection, maintain young (<7 days), healthy male and female flies (20-40) on fresh laying pots for 2-3 days. Laying pots
commonly consist of 100 ml plastic beakers (Tri-Pour) perforated to provide adequate air circulation, covering a 60 mm agar plate. Agar
plates contain apple or grape juice hardened with agar. Several recipes exist, but one example is as follows: 700 ml of water, 25-30 grams
agar, 300 ml of juice concentrate (grape or apple), 0.5g methyl paraben (p-hydroxymethylbenzoate), and 30g sugar. Autoclave the water and
agar, and separately boil the p-hydroxymethylbenzoate with the sugar and juice. Mix the agar and juice solutions and quickly pour into 60 mm
plates, removing bubbles.
2. Prior to egg collection, flies are fed with yeast paste (7 grams baker’s yeast in 9 ml of water stored at 4°C) on fresh plates, changed at least
twice a day for at least two days. By day 3, a good pot should produce 100-200 eggs per hour. Better egg laying is observed on a pot
maintained on its side with the agar in the plate scratched. Many embryos will be laid in or next to the scratches.
3. To collect large numbers of embryos, gently transfer the embryos from the agar plate into a basket using a paintbrush. A basket can be made
with a 15 or 50 ml centrifuge tube. Cut off the bottom leaving enough surface area to trap a screen (70 µm mesh) between the lid and the top
of the tube. Rinse the embryos with dH20 and put into a Petri dish of fresh 50% to 100% bleach to remove the outer chorion. Alternatively,
eggs can be collected individually using fine forceps, and dechorionated by placing them manually into a drop of bleach. De-chorionation can
take from 30 seconds to 2 minutes (fresh bleach is much faster), and should be monitored under the dissection microscope. Removal of the
chorion exposes the shiny, transparent vitelline membrane. Dechorionated eggs should be briefly rinsed, or placed in saline, as bleach rapidly
destroys devitellinized tissues.Discussion
Precise staging of embryos is critical due to the rapid maturation of functional properties over the time course of just several hours. Several
issues complicate this staging. First, most researchers use timed egg lays to stage embryos, but the egg laying time can vary enormously from
animal to animal in different conditions (Broadie et al. 1992). In particular, females on a limited diet tend to retain fertilized eggs for prolonged
periods prior to laying. It is therefore critical to “clear” females by feeding on a rich yeast diet for at least 2 days prior to collecting eggs (Broadie et
al. 1992). Moreover, older females also retain eggs for a longer period prior to laying. An older female may routinely lay eggs only a couple hours
prior to their hatching. It is therefore important to use young females (<7 days) for the most consistent laying times (Broadie et al. 1992). Second,
during late embryo stages, it is difficult to stage embryos solely by morphological criteria. Most clear staging features are complete by <16 hrs
AEL (Campos-Ortega and Hartenstein, 1985), but most functional development occurs >16 hrs AEL. Late developmental features (e.g. tracheal
air-filling, tanning of cuticle) are few and tend to be less temporally restricted. For these reasons, we recommend a combinatorial approach:
collect eggs from 1-2 hr timed lays, stage to well-defined early morphological events of <30 minutes in duration (e.g. gastrulation, dorsal closure,
3-part gut; Campos-Ortega and Hartenstein, 1985) and then incubate to the desired age in a well-controlled 25°C incubator.
The manual dissection and glue application require fine motor skills under a microscope that few people initially possess. These skills must be
developed over time. Experimenters should be willing to commit a minimum of several weeks of daily dedicated practice before expecting a high
frequency of success. Preparations suitable for microscopic examination of the CNS and some ventral neuromuscular junctions should be
achievable relatively quickly, while healthy preparations suitable for electrophysiology will typically require more effort.
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4. It is critical to carefully stage embryos to the desired developmental age. The defined Drosophila embryonic stages (1-17; Campos-Ortega
and Hartenstein, 1985) are not useful, as all functional neuromuscular development occurs in late stage 16 or stage 17. Thus, embryos are
staged by developmental hours at 25°C in a humidified incubator, in hours after fertilization or, more commonly, after egg laying (AEL). Under
these conditions, embryogenesis lasts 21 +/- 1 hr at 25°C.
5. Eggs from a timed egg-lay (1-2 hrs) that are appropriately aged are next viewed for morphological criteria. After extensive washing in dH2O,
the dechorionated eggs are placed in a plastic culture dish (under dH2O) for viewing. Correct staging can be confirmed with morphological
criteria using reflected light with a dissection microscope (Campos-Ortega and Hartenstein, 1985). Mature late-stage embryos (22-24h AEL)
on the verge of hatching are generally recognized by segmentation of the cuticle and inflated trachea. Embryos can also be genotyped using
GFP balancers and a fluorescence dissection microscope with appropriate filters.
6. For dissection, dechorionated and developmentally staged embryos are attached (dorsal side up) on a coverslip under a drop of saline (see
step 1.5). Embryos are removed from the vitelline membrane by puncturing the membrane near the anterior or posterior end with a glass
micropipette or tungsten needle, and then gently freeing the embryo from the membrane. In preparation for dissection, the embryo should be
positioned on the coverslip with the dorsal surface up (Dorsal side up dissection will expose the ventral nervous system and
neuromusculature for experiments. However, the embryo can obviously be positioned in other ways to facilitate access to other tissues. )
7. Early stage embryos (<16 hrs AEL) attach directly to clean glass or glass coated with polylysine (poly-L-lysine hydrobromide; Broadie and
Bate, 1993a, b). Older embryos (>16 hrs AEL), following cuticle formation, must be glued, ideally to Sylgard-coated (Dow Corning) coverslips.
A water-polymerizing cyanoacrylate surgical or veterinary glue is used (Broadie and Bate, 1993c, d). The glue is delivered through a small
glass electrode pipette (10-20 micrometer inner diameter tip) attached to a rubber tube with the glue flow controlled by mouth pressure. Care
must be taken during glue delivery, as the glue polymerizes quickly upon contacting the saline. Note also that gluing cannot be performed in
saline with no or low divalent ion concentrations, as the glue requires divalent ions to polymerize. Small amounts of glue are first used to
firmly attach the head and tail.
8. Once the ends of the embryo are glued to the coverslip, an incision is made along the dorsal midline with a glass electrode or sharpened
tungsten needle. This is made easier by gently perforating the line of incision prior to making the final cut. The sides of the incision are then
attached to the coverslip with more glue, to gently spread the embryo flat. The internal organs including the gut, fat bodies and, optionally,
trachea are then removed by suction using a glass pipette attached to rubber tubing (Broadie and Bate 1993a-c). The embryo should now be
attached flat to the coverslip, epidermis down with the ventral central nervous system, peripheral nerves, and somatic musculature exposed
for experimentation.
1. Aravamudan, B., Fergestad, T., Davis, W. S., Rodesch, C. K. & Broadie, K. Drosophila UNC-13 is essential for synaptic transmission. Nat.
Neurosci. 2, 965-971 (1999).
2. Auld, V.J., Fetter, R.D., Broadie, K. & Goodman, C.S. Gliotactin, a novel transmembrane protein on peripheral glia, is required to form the
blood-nerve barrier in Drosophila. Cell 81, 757-767 (1995).
3. Baines, R.A. & Bate M. Electrophysiological development of central neurons in the Drosophila embryo. J. Neurosci. 18, 4673-4683 (1998).
4. Baines, R.A., Robinson, S.G., Fujioka, M., Jaynes, J.B., & Bate, M. Postsynaptic expression of tetanus toxin light chain blocks
synaptogenesis in Drosophila. Curr. Biol. 9, 1267-1270 (1999).
5. Baines, R.A., Uhler, J.P., Thompson, A., Sweeney, S.T., & Bate, M. Altered electrical properties in Drosophila neurons developing without
synaptic transmission. J. Neurosci. 21, 1523-1531 (2001).
6. Bate, M. The embryonic development of the larval muscles in Drosophila. Development 110, 791-804 (1990).
7. Bate, M., & Martinez Arias, A. (eds).  The Development of Drosophila melanogaster: Vol. I, II.  Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, New
York (1993).
8. Baumgartner S, Littleton JT, Broadie K, Bhat MA, Harbecke R, Lengyel JA, Chiquet-Ehrismann R, Prokop A, & Bellen HJ. A Drosophila
neurexin is required for septate junction and blood-nerve barrier formation and function. Cell. 87, 1059-68 (1996).
9. Brand AH, & Perrimon N. Targeted gene expression as a means of altering cell fates and generating dominant phenotypes. Development 118,
401-15 (1993).
10. Brand A. GFP as a cell and developmental marker in the Drosophila nervous system. Methods Cell Biol. 58, 165-81 (1999).
11. Broadie, K. Electrophysiological Approaches to the Neuromusculature. In Drosophila Protocols (eds William Sullivan, Michael Ashburner, and
R. Scott Hawley), p.p. 273-296. Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press (2000).
12. Broadie, K. & Bate, M. Development of the embryonic neuromuscular synapse of Drosophila melanogaster. J. Neurosci. 13, 144-166
(1993a). Page 3 of 3
Journal of Visualized Experiments www.jove.com
Copyright © 2009 Journal of Visualized Experiments
13. Broadie, K. & Bate, M. Development of larval muscle properties in the embryonic myotubes of Drosophila melanogaster. J. Neurosci. 13,
167-180 (1993b).
14. Broadie, K. & Bate, M. Activity-dependent development of the neuromuscular synapse during Drosophila embryogenesis. Neuron 11, 607-619
(1993c).
15. Broadie, K. & Bate, M. Synaptogenesis in the Drosophila embryo: innervation directs receptor synthesis and localization. Nature 361,
350-353 (1993d).
16. Broadie, K., Bellen, H.J., DiAntonio, A., Littleton, J.T. & Schwarz, T.L. The absence of Synaptotagmin disrupts excitation-secretion coupling
during synaptic transmission. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. USA 91, 10727-10731 (1994).
17. Broadie, K., Prokop, A., Bellen, H.J., O'Kane, C.J., Schulze, K.L. & Sweeney, S.T. Syntaxin and Synaptobrevin function downstream of
vesicle docking in Drosophila. Neuron 15: 663-673 (1995).
18. Broadie, K., Rushton, E., Skoulakis, E.C.M. & Davis, R. Leonardo, a 14-3-3 protein involved in learning, regulates presynaptic function.
Neuron 19: 391-402 (1997).
19. Broadie, K., Skaer, H. & Bate, M. Whole-embryo culture of Drosophila: development of embryonic tissues in vitro. Roux's Arch. Develop. Biol.
201, 364-375 (1992).
20. Campos-Ortega, J.  & Hartenstein, V. The embryonic development of Drosophila melanogaster. Berlin, Springer (1985).
21. Deitcher, D.L., Ueda, A., Stewart, B.A., Burgess, R.W., Kidokoro, Y. & Schwartz, T.L. Distinct requirements for evoked and spontaneous
release of neurotransmitter are revealed by mutations in the Drosophila gene neuronal-synaptobrevin. J. Neurosci. 18, 2028-2039 (1998).
22. Featherstone, D.E. & Broadie, K. Surprises from Drosophila: genetic mechanisms of synaptic development and plasticity. Brain Res. Bull. 53,
501-11 (2000).
23. Featherstone, D.E., Rushton, E.M., Hilderbrand-Chae, M., Phillips, A.M., Jackson, F.R., & Broadie, K. Presynaptic glutamic acid
decarboxylase is required for induction of the postsynaptic receptor field at a glutamatergic synapse. Neuron 27, 71-84 (2000).
24. Featherstone, D.E., Davis, W.S., Dubreuil, R.R., & Broadie, K. Drosophila alpha- and beta-spectrin mutations disrupt presynaptic
neurotransmitter release. J Neurosci. 21, 4215-24 (2001).
25. Featherstone, D.E., Rushton, E., & Broadie, K. Developmental regulation of glutamate receptor field size by nonvesicular glutamate
release.Nat Neurosci. 5, 141-6 (2002).
26. Featherstone, D.E., Rushton, E., Rohrbough, J., Liebl, F., Karr, J., Sheng, Q., Rodesch, C.K., & Broadie, K. An essential Drosophila
glutamate receptor subunit that functions in both central neuropil and neuromuscular junction. J. Neurosci. 25, 3199-208 (2005).
27. Fergestad, T., Davis, W.S., & Broadie, K. The stoned proteins regulate synaptic vesicle recycling in the presynaptic terminal. J Neurosci. 19,
5847-60 (1999).
28. Fergestad, T., Wu, M.N., Schulze, K.L., Lloyd, T.E., Bellen, H.J., & Broadie, K. Targeted mutations in the syntaxin H3 domain specifically
disrupt SNARE complex function in synaptic transmission.J Neurosci. 21, 9142-50 (2001).
29. Fergestad, T. & Broadie, K. Interaction of stoned and synaptotagmin in synaptic vesicle endocytosis. J Neurosci. 21, 1218-27 (2001).
30. Goodman, C.S., & Doe, C.Q. Embryonic Development of the Drosophila Central Nervous System.  In The Development of Drosophila
melanogaster. (eds Michael Bate and Alfonso Martinez Arias). p.p. 1131-1206. Cold Spring Harbor Laboratory Press, Cold Spring Harbor,
New York (1993).
31. Harrison, S.D., Broadie, K., van de Goor, J., & Rubin, G.M. Mutations in the Drosophila Rop gene suggest a function in general secretion and
synaptic transmission. Neuron 13, 555-66 (1994).
32. Huang, F.D., Woodruff, E., Mohrmann, R., and Broadie, K. Rolling blackout is required for synaptic vesicle exocytosis. J. Neurosci. 26,
2369-79 (2006).
33. Jan, L.Y. & Jan Y.N. Properties of the larval neuromuscular junction in Drosophila melanogaster. J. Physiol. 262, 189-214 (1976a).
34. Jan, L.Y. & Jan Y.N. L-glutamate as an excitatory transmitter at the Drosophila larval neuromuscular junction. J. Physiol. 262: 215-236
(1976b).
35. Kidokoro, Y. & Nishikawa K.-I. Miniature endplate currents at the newly formed neuromuscular junction in Drosophila embryos and larvae.
Neuroscience Research 19, 143-154 (1994).
36. Landgraf, M., Bossing, T., Technau, G.M., & Bate, M. The origin, location, and projections of the embryonic abdominal motorneurons of
Drosophila. J. Neurosci. 17, 9642-9655 (1997).
37. Mohrmann, R., Matthies, H.J., Woodruff, E. 3rd, & Broadie, K. Stoned B mediates sorting of integral synaptic vesicle proteins. Neuroscience
153, 1048-63 (2008).
38. Nishikawa, K-I. & Kidokoro, Y. Junctional and extrajunctional glutamate receptor channels in Drosophila embryos and larvae. J. Neurosci. 15,
7905-7915 (1995).
39. Renden, R., Berwin, B., Davis, W., Ann, K., Chin, C.T., Kreber, R., Ganetzky, B., Martin, T.F., & Broadie, K. Drosophila CAPS is an essential
gene that regulates dense-core vesicle release and synaptic vesicle fusion. Neuron 31, 421-37 (2001).
40. Rohrbough, J. & Broadie, K. Electrophysiological Analysis of Synaptic Transmission in Central Neurons of Drosophila Larvae,  J.
Neurophysiol. 88, 847-860 (2002).
41. Rohrbough, J., Rushton, E., Palanker, L., Woodruff, E., Matthies, H.J., Acharya, U., Acharya, J.K., & Broadie, K. Ceramidase regulates
synaptic vesicle exocytosis and trafficking. J. Neurosci. 24, 7789-803 (2004).
42. Rohrbough, J., Rushton, E., Woodruff, E. 3rd, Fergestad, T., Vigneswaran, K, & Broadie, K. Presynaptic establishment of the synaptic cleft
extracellular matrix is required for postsynaptic differentiation. Genes Dev. 21, 2607-28 (2007).
43. Stewart B.A., Atwood H.L., Renger J.J., Wang J. & Wu C.-F. Improved stability of Drosophila larval neuromuscular preparations in
haemolymph-like physiological solutions. J. Comp. Physiol. A 175, 179-191 (1994).
44. Sweeney, S.T., Broadie, K., Keane, J., Niemann, H. & O'Kane, C.J. Targeted expression of tetanus toxin light chain in Drosophila specifically
eliminates synaptic transmission and causes behavioral defects. Neuron 14, 341-351 (1995).
45. Tsunoda, S. & Salkoff, L. Genetic analysis of Drosophila neurons: Shal, Shaw, and Shab encode most embryonic potassium currents. J.
Neurosci. 15, 1741-1754 (1995).
46. Ueda, A. & Kidokoro, Y. Longitudinal body wall muscles are electrically coupled across the segmental boundary in the third instar larva of
Drosophila melanogaster. Invertebrate Neuroscience 1, 315-322 (1996).
47. Wu, C.-F. & Haugland, F.N. Voltage clamp analysis of membrane currents in larval muscle fibers of Drosophila. J. Neurosci. 5, 2626-2640
(1985).
48. Yan, Y., & Broadie, K. In vivo assay of presynaptic microtubule cytoskeleton dynamics in Drosophila. J Neurosci Methods 162, 198-205
(2007).
49. Yoshikami, D. & Okun, L. Staining of living presynaptic nerve terminals with selective fluorescent dyes. Nature 310, 53-56 (1984).
50. Zagotta, W.N., Brainard, M.S. & Aldrich, R.W. Single-channel analysis of four distinct classes of potassium channels in Drosophila muscle. J.
Neurosci. 8, 4765-4779 (1988).
51. Zhang, Y.Q., Rodesch, C.K., & Broadie, K. A living synaptic vesicle marker: synaptotagmin-GFP.  Genesis 34, 142-145 (2002)